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Quite as troubling is that $25,000 of our tax dollars went to a firm linked to the commissioner-in-
charge. Why should a consulting firm (who made no attempt whatever to reach out to ONI’s
“customers”) be utilized to re-brand a city agency? This is troubling.

We suggest this unstudied change is a cosmetic diversion. It constitutes a faint hope that citizens’
memories are short and they will forget what went before. On the contrary, we suggest that most
citizens desire accountability, and lose their trust when that is not forthcoming.

This re-branding is part of the agency push, again on its own and without any citywide process,
substantially to alter its statutory function while denying that is their intention to those who
complain about it. City Code Section 3.96.060(F) states that ONI shall “support and promote
public involvement within the Neighborhood Association framework [our emphasis]”. Is the
agency'’s desire to forgo or water down this core function related to its lamentable performance?
The audit has a telling quote from an unnamed neighborhood leader: “The City of Portland
seems unconcerned about the perspectives of residents as reflected through their neighborhood
associations." And the Minority Report on the FY2018-19 ONI Budget, referenced in our March
2018 letter, laid out the perverse history of ONI and the Coalitions actually disenfranchising
Portland residents, which, it is worth repeating, “strikes at the heart of participatory democracy,
fosters concentration of power in coteries, engenders apathy in ordinary citizens, and devastates
neighborhood involvement.” We note that this remains unaddressed and no restorative action has
been forthcoming or contemplated re the disenfranchised associations.

In essence we are seeing the continued destruction of envisioned independent neighborhood
associations by top-down control. We need reforms that restore and empower the neighborhoods
as grass-roots channels within the City. Neighborhood associations have a unique obligation of
open participation, public meetings, public records, and transparent disclosure of potential
conflicts of interest. They can be held accountable by their memberships. The same is not true
for other kinds of organizations, a difference that carries profound implications for transparency
and accountability, two necessities of healthy democracy.

We ask that City Council:

1) specifically review the name change, conducting public hearings to gather formal citizen
testimony; and

2) consider restructuring this agency, a process that might be helped along by a “true”
neighborhood summit (unlike the one in 2015), open to all.
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Given the history of the agency and the audit, many of us would advocate for a separate, stand-

alone office, divorced from what we experience as an unresponsive bureaucracy, which would be
devoted to providing strictly-defined core services to neighborhood associations.

Michael W. Mehaffy, Ph.D.
President, GHFL

Copy: Ms. Mary Hull Caballero, City Auditor
Ms. Suk Rhee, ONI Director



